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Zamzaroo, Zarang, and the Rabbit Men
Some men are simply rabbits in a human form, especially grandfathers. This is not to say
that all men or grandfathers inherently remind me of rabbits, but mine sure did. As they shed
their hair and began balding, their eyes would begin to slightly bulge in their blindness. The
Rabbit Men’s noses quiver and their mustaches twitch; their eyes never cease to dart. Their
bones stick out, and when they sense trouble coming, they return to their hiding holes to wait out
the danger. I sometimes wondered how I was related to Rabbit Men like them. When I was little,
I would instigate fights because I thought it was fun and I would come home with bruises
covering my body, much to my parents' dismay. They would give me disappointed looks and
sigh. But when my grandfathers heard about it a week or two later, they would lecture me on the
dangers of the world and what I oughtn’t and ought to fear. Not much got to me either way, and
their whiskers would begin to tremble in indignation. I began to secretly call them Rabbit Men.
My Grandpa Ralph died in a car crash when I was an infant in 1983, and to that I say
good riddance. Grandpa Ralph was janitor and a raging alcoholic, and he was always yelling at
my mom and her brothers before Gramma divorced him. He used to come home stumbling, coat
smelling of smoke, eyes unfocused. Ralph was a piece of work right up until the end. He was so
drunk when he got behind the wheel, I doubt he even knew he was dead when he hit the freeway
bridge.
When my uncles drank, they would always start talking about how Ralph never paid the
bills, or how he was never there. “The alcohol made him mean,” they would jeer. “Your Gramma
tried to get him to quit for years. She hid the bottles, hid the grocery money, and begged him.
But he always would turn his tail and run straight back to the bottle. After a while, she stopped
trying, and he kept on running.”
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The man that Gramma wound up remarrying was a gentle giant named Clarice. He stood
six feet tall, almost always wore overalls, and had a tobacco pipe in his hand. I called him Deda.
He didn’t talk much, if at all. He sat in his armchair surrounded by books and his latest jigsaw
puzzle, silently looking at you as you walked in, his little mustache twitching. He was always
shaking in some way, whether it be a finger tapping or a leg bouncing.
The only time I saw Gramma drunk, I overheard her saying that Deda had grown up in
the middle of a Filipino warzone and as a result had terrible anxiety. Gramma always told me to
be patient with him. He was a Rabbit Man too, in his own way. He was a silent presence in my
life, always running when you got too close. He didn’t really talk too much as a result of his
childhood, but I remember speaking with him a few times. I recall him telling me that if I wanted
to get good at solving puzzles, I would have to practice often. “And if you’re reading a poem for
the first time,” Deda would say in his melodic voice, “It has to be read aloud so it can be
processed properly.”
Opa was my Dad’s father. He died of alcohol poisoning when I was five. I don’t
remember him very well, but he was a very good man from what I’d heard. Years later, I met
Zarang, who adopted me in his own way.
When we lived closer to the city, my parents and I lived in a two flat on Clark street. We
had a small triangular dirt plot behind the house that I would play in, which is where we met
Zarang. Zarang was the old Iraqi gentleman that lived in the flat below us. He was the shell of a
formerly powerful man, his muscles still prominent in his gangly form. His unibrow would
wiggle as he laughed, and I used to think that his tanned skin would glow under the sun.
Sometimes he would let his bunny, Zamzaroo, out to run in the backyard and we would play.
After enough time had passed, my parents began asking Zarang to babysit me. At first it was for
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a few hours while they ran to the store, but after a year or two, he would watch me during the
day as my parents worked jobs. I loved Zarang and Zamzaroo. I would spend hours in Zarang’s
flat, watching the sun dance across the mountains of magazines and newspapers, and watching
Zamzaroo chase the little orbs of light that reflected off the glass. Zarang lived in a little burrow,
just like his rabbit.
Zamzaroo was a gorgeous Black Flemish Giant rabbit, with the softest fur that smelled a
little like the sweet hashish that Zarang loved to smoke so much. His eyes were like polished
river stones, and he would almost never blink. Zamzaroo would lay perfectly still until you
touched him—to the point that sometimes I would wonder if he was dead.
I remember sitting at the kitchen table, surrounded by dying plants and chipped
wallpaper. I smelled the ghapama cooking in the kitchen and tea on the stove, heard the whine of
the ceiling fan spinning. I would look as serious as a 7 year old in a onesie could look, and
Zarang would sit there in his slippers and grey bathrobe. I would pull Zamzaroo onto my lap, and
then Zarang would start to speak in his lilted voice. He would begin to explain to me “the way
things ought to be, the way things shoulda gone in his life.”
“I probably shouldn’t be telling you this,” he would say, “But when I was your age, I was
growing up in a warzone in the tribal areas outside Baghdad.”
I would nod sagely, as if I understood what he was saying.
“Soldiers used to come into our villages seeking food and shelter. If they came into our
village with their rifles pointing up, we would give them food, drink, and a place to sleep. The
next morning, we would feed them and allow them to leave.” He sighed into his tea. “But if they
came into our village with their rifles pointed down, that was different. We would welcome
them, feed them, give them drinks and a place to sleep, and then slit their throats as they slept.”
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I would pet Zamzaroo as the old man told me about his life in Baghdad over the years he
babysat me. He told me how he left Iraq after his mother died, how he wandered around Europe
for years as a refugee, how he married an American woman many years later. How he stopped
leaving his house after she died.
His entire world was Zamzaroo and me. I later realized that he too, had become a Rabbit
Man. He was born a Wolf Man, but had slowly become old and afraid. After a certain point, he
stopped fighting the world and became afraid of it. Like his rabbit, he had become so
oversensitized to the outside world that he had stopped being a part of it. Rabbits have a survival
instinct to flee from what scares them, and that’s what makes them rabbits. They run far and fast
from danger, and that is what keeps them alive. That instinctive fear. It’s the same with humans,
I think. The fear of the unknown—the power to think and know that we’re here for a certain
amount of time and that someday we’ll die—it’s what drives us to make a mark. Zarang told me
once that when you’re about to die, your life flashes before your eyes. It’s like a movie, except
you’re the cast and audience simultaneously.
“As I was getting clubbed to death in an alley in Baghdad, I realized two things.” Zarang
said. “One, I hadn’t traveled at all. I realized that I had seen nothing outside of the place I was
born in. The second thing I realized was that I refused with everything in me to let this man kill
me. I would hurt a lot, but I would live. You have to be a participant in your own survival.”
Years passed, and Zarang began to look old. His eyes began to sink in, his cheekbones
became sallow. He started to use a cane. I would do small things around the house for him to
help him out, like sweep or feed Zamzaroo. One day as I prepared Zarang’s lunch, I noticed that
Zamzaroo wasn’t in his cage where he usually was. As I heard the dogs begin to howl outside, I
searched for him. After thoroughly searching the house, he wasn’t there. Frustrated, I went out
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onto the dirt lot in the backyard, and found Zamzaroo lying on the ground staring at the
neighborhood dogs with an almost serene look on his tiny face as they mauled him. He didn’t
make a sound. Letting out a yell, I began to kick the dogs until they ran off, but it was too late.
Zamzaroo moved his head and gave me a nod, as if to say farewell, and closed his little eyes.
Zarang stopped talking to me at the kitchen table when Zamzaroo died. He would stare at
the peeling paint in the living room as we watched TV, take a deep sigh, stand up, and walk
silently to bed. One night, he paused at his bedroom door, and spoke for the first time in a
week.
“I had a dream last night that I was back in Baghdad.” The old man said. “You, my
brothers, and I ran through the streets laughing. I think Zamzaroo was there. It was a really nice
dream.” That was the last time I saw Zarang alive.
All of my grandfathers were Rabbit Men. I used to secretly hate them because they were
never there for me. I was alone at all of my basketball games, my award ceremonies, and
whenever I needed to cry. But I think now there’s value in being a rabbit. They are gentle, kind,
and comforting to those in their life. They’re faster and smarter than their enemies, and able to
survive against the wolves of the world. I’ve been in the world long enough now that I’ve
become something of a wolf myself. My grandfathers survived by being deft and cunning. I
survived by growing claws and growing mean.
After Zarang died, the mortuary people came to take him from his bed. They weren’t
gentle about it either, they kept dropping him before putting him on the dolley and rolling him
out to the van. In the funeral home, they powdered his skin the wrong color and made him look
too pale. The only people at Zarang’s funeral were my parents, a few of the neighbors, and me.
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After everyone had left the funeral home, I sat with Zarang’s coffin. It was just Zarang
and me once again. I started talking to him like he used to talk to me at his little kitchen table for
all those years. I told him the way things are going to go now that he’s not here, the way things
ought to be. That I didn’t care if he was a Rabbit Man or a Wolf Man, that at that moment I
wouldn’t have cared if he was an Owl Man, a Lizard Man or anything in between. I just knew
that I would miss him. I would miss him very much. I talked until my voice grew hoarse and I
didn’t have anything left to say. And then it was just Zarang, the ghost of Zamzaroo, and me
sitting in a funeral home, with nothing but silence between us once again.
My house never felt the same after that. A young couple in their twenties moved in
downstairs a month or two after they cleared out Zarang’s belongings. They never said hello to
us, they would only politely wave or smile at us when they walked to their cars. I almost missed
hearing Zarang’s telenovellas that he would play at full volume because his hearing was going.
On the dead silent nights, I would dream about the time Zarang told me that he always had
trouble sleeping when it was quiet. Unless he was near the hustle of the city, with the drunk
people laughing late at night, the honking horns, the screeching of tires, he would sit in the living
room, wide awake. Those were some of the nights he would make me tea and talk to me. The
next morning, I would wake up almost tasting the sage tea he brewed.
We buried him in our family plot near one of the loudest intersections in the city. The
days I visit him grow less frequent as I age, but I always like to update him on my life when I
can. The police sirens are always wailing, the wind is always howling, and the city always seems
to be weeping when I visit him. I like to think he’s sleeping very peacefully with all that noise.
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